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ABSTRACT

The Holocaust was one of the most pivotal and destructive events in the 20th
century. While decades of research have been done in order to attempt to understand the
events of the Holocaust, its preconditions, its survivors, and its lasting impacts, there is
still much to be studied. This thesis explores the complex and understudied relationship
of Lithuanians with the Holocaust. Local collaboration with Nazi perpetrators was
widespread, yet acknowledgement of and reconciliation with this collaboration is largely
absent from Lithuania’s current public memory. While this work does not excuse the
actions of perpetrators or condemn those who helped Jewish victims, this thesis
endeavors to complicate the view of these figures in the past and present. A combination
of secondary literature and primary sources to connect Holocaust preconditions, events,
and public memory in Lithuania reveals a dangerous path of denial and perpetrator
victimization.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Historiography and Objective
Historical study of the Holocaust, an event that inflicted pain and suffering
throughout Europe and the rest of the world, is abundant. Perhaps this is due to the far
reach of this event, coupled with a need to understand how such a mass disruption of
humanity could possibly take place in a perceived “civilized” world. From broad
overviews to case studies, historians have long sought answers to the numerous questions
that the Holocaust has raised. For all of this scholarship, there are still areas of Holocaust
research that are newly emerging as the world undergoes continuous social, political, and
economic change.
Historical research in relation to Lithuania and the Holocaust is less common than
other areas of Holocaust research. There are many possible reasons for this, including the
limited access to Lithuanian history during the period of Soviet occupation and influence
immediately following World War II (WWII) until the fall of the Soviet Union, the focus
on other areas in Europe that are viewed as more prominent than Lithuania, and the lack
of sources available for many areas of Lithuania due to the swiftness of German
occupation and collaborative murder within the region. Despite this relative lack of
attention to Lithuania and the Holocaust, there is enough information available through
creative use of secondary and primary sources in order to support the analysis of many
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areas of Lithuania’s involvement in the Holocaust and the country’s current relationship
with that involvement.
Due to the breadth of this thesis, many different types of historical documents are
included as evidence. Secondary literature about local involvement in the Holocaust in
Lithuania, sources that analyze preconditions that could explain the eagerness of local
involvement, sources about various related areas of Holocaust representation in current
Lithuanian society (museums, memorials, film, education, and laws), and sources that
analyze the complexities of Holocaust memory all have an important place within this
thesis.
Preconditions for the Holocaust in Lithuania is one severely understudied area of
Holocaust research. Of the two secondary sources available that focus specifically on
Lithuanian preconditions, both agree that a loss of national identity over centuries of
turmoil have caused a manipulation of antisemitism to create a new Lithuanian national
identity that took hold in the interwar years. In combination with more generalized
sources about Holocaust preconditions, a clear picture of this distorted national identity
and its relationship with antisemitism, wealth, and communism provide motivations for
mass local collaboration of Lithuanians with Nazi perpetrators. These preconditions also
show leftover anxieties and resentment toward the Soviet Union during and after World
War II.
Within the local collaboration and local aid sections, each source complicates the
view of local involvement, whether that be in relation to showing the brutality and
willingness of local collaboration, mitigating factors of that collaboration, an analysis of
local help, or the ways in which local help was not always unconditional. These sources
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typically agree that local collaboration was often willing, and that help from local nonJewish Lithuanians was often difficult to find. The bulk of the sections related to
collaboration and aid do come from primary source information and the USHMM
Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, as these sources were most useful in helping to
visualize the actual events of the Holocaust. This source contains written entries about
each known ghetto within Lithuania during the Holocaust. The entries often include a
combination of rough population numbers for Jewish communities before occupation,
timelines for major changes (time of German occupation, start of restrictions on Jewish
life, opening and liquidation of ghettos, and mass murder events), descriptions of Jewish
experiences living under occupation and ghettoization.
In addition, sometimes there is information about the fate of the Jewish
community or perpetrators after the war. These entries can vary in length and content
based on the author writing the entry (there are multiple) and the amount of information
available about each place. This variability does cause some inconsistency or lost
information, but it is still the leading and most comprehensive source in studying
Holocaust experience in Lithuania. The interview sources provide a much more personal
and impactful representation than secondary sources, and for that reason much of the
quoted material comes from those sources. The encyclopedia provided information that
led to the creation of various visualizations used within the collaboration and help
sections. These are described briefly below.
One important form of secondary evidence to be analyzed within the local
involvement chapter is the database and resulting visualizations created in order to better
conceptualize what involvement and memory was and is in Lithuania. The database is
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based solely on the entries in the USHMM Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos. The
visualizations derived from collected data help to show various aspects of local
involvement, including local collaboration, local aid, forced involvement, profits from
collaboration or complicity, and the presence of Lithuanian and German collaborators.
This database and the maps derived from it fill in a gap within historiography, because no
others exist that analyze this source in relation to these aspects of local involvement. In
addition to these, specific entries will be analyzed in order to conceptualize what local
involvement was in practice, and some of the shortcomings of this source.
In the next section concerning public memory of local involvement, there is a
wide breadth of secondary sources that are related to law and justice, memorialization
and museums, film, education, and other areas generally linked to public memory. While
these sources are difficult to specifically compare because they all focus on different
memory sources, most of the sources used within this section acknowledge that local
collaboration is rarely discussed within Lithuania, or they attempt to start a discourse
about local collaboration based on this past avoidance. That this denial and lack of
reconciliation can be seen across sources shows the many ways in which Lithuania’s
history of Nazi collaboration has been ignored. The main difference between these
sources are that some are more forgiving of non-Jewish Lithuanians’ lack of
reconciliation than others. Different sources explore public memory with varying degrees
of empathy to Jewish and non-Jewish Lithuanians. Additionally, public memory research
within Lithuania is a currently developing field, as few secondary sources exist on this
subject. To fill in some gaps, context is added from general Holocaust public memory
literature, and some comparisons to Poland are also made. This analysis begins to draw
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attention to various understudied areas of Lithuania’s history and shows that there is
much room for further study in these areas of legislation, education, film, memorials, and
museums in relation to Lithuanian public memory of the Holocaust. A cross comparison
of these different sources of public memory adds to the historiography of Lithuania and
its Holocaust memory.
In addition to these secondary sources, primary sources of many forms make up
another important part of the evidence for this thesis. Survivor interviews from the USC
Shoah Foundation’s Video History Archive (VHA), Leyb Koniuchowsky’s recently
translated collection of interviews taken almost immediately after the end of WWII,
primary source documents of various kinds within The Unknown Black Book, Lithuanian
films, and recent newspaper articles and websites. Different aspects and challenges
related to the VHA, Koniuchowsky’s book, and The Unknown Black Book, are explored
later within this introductory chapter.
This thesis is constructed based on connecting two distinct areas of study. The
first is the study of local involvement and collaboration of Lithuanians. This research
explains how preconditions within Lithuania resulted in almost an eager collaboration by
many non-Jewish Lithuanians with Nazi perpetrators. It also complicates the involvement
of non-Jewish Lithuanians through analysis of “positive” and “negative” involvement,
and the variations in motives of Lithuanians to take different actions. Clearly, there was
often more behind the actions of individuals wrapped up in this event than meets the eye.
This being said, these complications do not exclude the need for accountability of those
who collaborated with Nazi perpetrators. While I do not wish to erase or excuse the
extreme brutality of many Lithuanian perpetrators who did unspeakable things as a result
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of their own misdirected hatred, my aim is to show that not all good deeds were done out
of pure goodness and not all bad deeds were done out of pure evil.
The second part of the thesis focuses on memory of the Holocaust in Lithuania,
after independence from Soviet occupation, which was achieved in 1990. I wanted to
explore how public memory viewed the Holocaust, whether it incorporated or sought to
conceal the genocide in Lithuania and the role of non-Jewish Lithuanians in perpetrating
atrocities. This section includes consideration of sources related to memory, memorials,
film, education, the current Jewish community, and comparisons with the neighboring
country of Poland. Through the analysis of these various sources, a connection is
established between the past with the present, and asking whether, and how, Lithuanians
are navigating the difficulties of acknowledging abhorrent actions of the past.
This work is different from what precedes it because of the wide analysis of
Lithuanian history in relation to the Holocaust. The connection of past involvement of
non-Jewish Lithuanian perpetrators in the Holocaust with current interpretations or denial
of that involvement reveals a troubling situation, as the lack of accountability for past
wrongs creates a hostile environment for the remaining Jewish community in Lithuania.
This situation also causes a lack of responsibility among non-Jewish Lithuanians to
acknowledge that many of their families profited from the almost complete destruction of
an entire culture and community. Furthermore, the current lack of acknowledgement of
the actions of Lithuanian perpetrators during the Holocaust has distorted history in
Lithuania. This history celebrates Lithuanian Nationalists who fought against the
oppression of the Soviet Union. In this one-sided view, Jewishness and Soviet identity
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are one in the same, German perpetrators were the only perpetrators, and non-Jewish
Lithuanians were the only victims of Soviet occupation and oppression.

Complexities of Working with Memory
Many different sources within this thesis rely on the memories of survivors and
victims at various stages of temporal distance from the Holocaust. This includes material
written during the Holocaust, interviews with survivors within a few years after the
liberation of survivors, and interviews with survivors that were conducted decades after
the Holocaust. These time differences affect the reliability of memory, including the fact
that memory itself is flawed even without significant distance from a given event. The
format of these sources also varies. These sources contain letters, written testimony, and
spoken testimony, which affects the ways in which events are retold and recaptured for
different audiences. It is important to consider the motivations of interviewers and
interviewees during any form of survivor interview, as this can affect the presentation of
different groups discussed within interviews, as well as shift focus from a free-flowing
recollection of a survivor’s experiences to a crafted story in which certain events are
discussed more than others. Examples of these complexities can be found within the
Video History Archive’s (VHA) collection of survivor interviews, the written interviews
compiled by Leyb Koniuchowsky, and within the Lithuanian section of The Unknown
Black Book: The Holocaust in the German-Occupied Soviet Territories.
The video interviews from the VHA took place in the late 1980s and 1990s,
several decades after the interviewees experienced the various trauma associated with the
Holocaust. This time difference can have both advantages and disadvantages. The most
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important advantage is that despite the flaws they may have, these testimonies provide a
clearer understanding of Holocaust experiences. Other advantages include that
interviewees have had time to reflect on their experiences, and they have the benefit of
experiencing life after the Holocaust. However, time alters memory. Therefore, loss of
details, exposure to other survivor experiences, and exposure to literature about the
Holocaust can all effect the way in which a survivor views their own experience and their
telling of that experience. Another important distinction is that oral and written history
operate in different ways. As Langer argues in Holocaust Testimonies, “A written
narrative is finished when we begin to read it, its opening, middle, and end already
established between the covers of the book. This appearance of form is reassuring (even
though the experience of reading may prove an unsettling challenge).”1 Langer argues
that the structure of oral testimony follows a more uncertain path that can be in some
ways more impactful and more uncomfortable to deal with than written narrative. This
uncertainty is not captured in this thesis for the sake of concisely displaying arguments
and that the interviews would need to be heard rather than read to maintain this impact.
However, this is an important distinction to make in acknowledging the differences
within types of testimony, and it also explains why VHA interview content will be
paraphrased instead of directly quoted in the thesis.
Compiled by Leyb Koniuchowsky, the written interviews translated and published
in English in February 2020 as The Lithuanian Slaughter of its Jews, have presented their
own challenges and benefits. The most important advantage of these 121 interviews is
that they exist, especially since they were recorded in displaced persons’ camps soon
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Lawrence L. Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (New Haven: Yale University, 1991),
17.
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after the end of World War II and that they include testimonies from locations within
Lithuania that are not found within the VHA interviews. These interviews also come
from people who were not interviewed by the VHA, which gives a voice to survivors
who would otherwise not have had their story recorded.
These interviews also differ in having one interviewer (Koniuchowsky), who was
also a survivor. Koniuchowksy lost loved ones as a result of the Holocaust, but he was
able to survive. As an engineer, after the war Koniuchowsky was able to get a
government job under the Soviet Union to look for salvageable machinery in the
Lithuanian countryside.2 This job enabled him to record the interviews compiled within
the recently published book as he passed through displaced persons’ camps.3 This
survivor status had certain advantages and disadvantages related to the interviewer’s
motivations and the overall reliability of the source. However, benefits of Koniuchowsky
also being a survivor are that he would be able to deeply empathize and understand the
experiences of the interviewees in ways in which other interviewers could not. Langer
found that there is often an attempt on the part of the interviewee to make sure that the
interviewer understands what they are trying to explain about their experience, whether
that be related to intangible feelings or tangible places or events.4 While no two survivor
experiences are exactly the same, Koniuchowsky would more likely understand and be
able to conceptualize the events being related to him because of his own status as a
survivor. This would better qualify him to record these interviews, or at least make him
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Karen Samples “PROMISES TO KEEP SURVIVOR WON’T LET COMPANIONS’ HOLOCAUST
ACCOUNTS DIE WITH THEM,” SunSentinel, December 22, 1989, https://www.sunsentinel.com/news/fl-xpm-1989-12-22-8902160352-story.html.
3
Ibid.
4
Lawrence L. Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory, 19.
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feel he could accurately represent others’ experiences, especially due to the method he
used when recording them.
Koniuchowsky did not transcribe the interviews directly from what each
interviewee said, which leads to some of the drawbacks of this source. He compiled their
narratives in third-person prose, written by himself, which was signed by each
interviewee to show authenticity. This presents some issues that are not found within the
VHA interviews. In the video interviews, each person tells their story in their own words,
even if they experience some interference from interviewers. In the written interviews,
Koniuchowsky decided how the information was relayed in his writing. The dedication
from Koniuchowsky at the beginning of the book reveals his own bias and the reason for
some of the language choices within the interviews: “IN MEMORY OF MY BELOVED
FATHER MAUSHE-JOSEPH KONIUCHOWSKY MOTHER FRUME-LIBE
KONIUCHOWSKY-DREJERMAN. Both shot September 10, 1941, together with the
rest of Jews of Alytus ghetto by Lithuanian murderers.”5 Obviously, personal pain
intertwined within the writing of this source due to Koniuchowsky’s experiences within
ghettoization and the loss of his parents and other family members. This is reflected
throughout the interviews in which the word “murderers” often follows “Lithuanian” or
“German.” However, Koniuchowsky did receive the written approval of his interviewees
that his representation of their story was correct.
There is also a distinct effort in the preface of the book by David Solly Sandler,
the book’s compiler, and throughout the interviews, to recognize those who helped
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Leyb Koniuchowsky, The Lithuanian Slaughter of its Jews: The Testimonies from 121 Jewish Survivors
of the Holocaust in Lithuania, recorded by Leyb Koniuchowsky, in Displaced Persons’ camps (1946-1948),
trans. Jonathan Boyarin, (n.p., 2020), 5.
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Jewish people survive: “On the other side, there were Lithuanians who were honest, and
who risked their own lives and the lives of their family members to help Jews. Today we
salute, honour, and thank them.”6 This shows that this text was compiled with care to try
and portray the stories of survivors with accuracy, and provide credit to local Lithuanians
when it was due. This source has significant untapped value, due to its recent publication
in English. There are few sources that have sought to evaluate these interviews, which is
another distinguishing factor of this thesis.
The other memory source I explore are the documents compiled within The
Unknown Black Book: The Holocaust in the German-Occupied Soviet Territories. This
book reproduces letters, diary entries, and other manuscripts from around Eastern Europe,
including Ukraine, Belorussia, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Crimea, and the Soviet Union.
The different testimonies in the text were written and collected during or shortly after
World War II. Jewish experiences can therefore be corroborated from various points in
time, further solidifying their place in Holocaust history. While all of these sources are
not always in agreement, their differences show the vast Jewish experience during the
Holocaust, as well as the different ways in which events are interpreted based on varying
levels of received information (whether that information is truthful or not). Most relevant
to this thesis, these testimonies show the involvement of local Lithuanians in the
Holocaust: the good, the bad, and the complicated.

6

Dolly Sandler’s Preface in Leyb Koniuchowsky, The Lithuanian Slaughter of its Jews, 4.
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Research Limitations
Throughout the process of researching and writing this thesis, there were
roadblocks that have affected the final product. Many of these challenges are unique to
the circumstances derived from the 2020-2021 COVID-19 pandemic. These challenges
include personal battles with motivation and loss, as well as restrictions of travel. I had
hoped to travel to Lithuania during this past year to experience Lithuanian culture
firsthand and learn more about commemorative practices relevant to this thesis. This
proved impossible. In addition to these challenges, I do not possess knowledge of the
Yiddish, German, Lithuanian, or Russian language, which limited my access to source
materials. This ranges from limited access to non-English video interviews to
newspapers, websites, or other written material that are only recorded in one of the
aforementioned languages. Despite these challenges, this thesis still covers a broad range
of experience and sources in order to deliver the most complete picture of both
Lithuanian involvement in the Holocaust and current interaction with that involvement as
possible.
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CHAPTER II

ANALYSIS OF LITHUANIAN INVOLVEMENT IN THE HOLOCAUST

Preconditions
Antisemitism in Lithuania and the rest of Europe dates back much further than the
rise of Hitler in the 1930s. A long history of occupation and oppression of Lithuanians,
both Jews and non-Jews, cultivated antisemitism and complicated hatred within the
country. Historian Doris Bergen wrote, in reference to preconditions of the Holocaust:
“What in hindsight can look like a clear line of causality, even inevitability, viewed in its
historical context will almost always appear full of twists and turns.”7 This becomes true
when one analyzes the preconditions for local involvement in Lithuania, particularly a
difficult search for national identity and its twisted results.
The most important sources for forming the preconditions section were
MacQueen’s article and Van Voren’s book, as they provided the most complete picture of
preconditions within Lithuania of any other sources I could find. While many broader
sources focus on more general preconditions that are vaguely applicable to the majority
of Europe, or are specific to some of the more studied areas of Germany and Poland,
MacQueen specifically traces preconditions in Lithuania from the ressurectionist
movement in the late 19th century to Soviet occupation from 1939-1941. Voren also
explores preconditions to the Holocaust in Lithuania, dating much further back to the 15th
century. Both sources agree that a destroyed national identity at the hands of invaders
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Doris Bergen, War and Genocide: A Concise History of the Holocaust, (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield,
2016), 14.
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created a distorted sense of what national identity meant, and it also created a sense of
victimization that still effects the country’s relationship with the Holocaust today.
Between 1939 and 1941, Lithuania was invaded twice: first by the Soviet Union
in 1939, and then two years later by Nazi Germany. However, Lithuania’s struggle
against invasion did not begin in 1939; the country had a long history of invasion which
resulted in a destruction of national identity. This history began in the 15th century, after
the end of the reign of Vytautas the Great. During the 15th century, Lithuania transitioned
from fierce independence to occupation by Poland.8 Prior to this merger, which at first
was called the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Lithuania had significantly different
boundaries that spanned territory that would later belong to some of the surrounding
countries. Over time, Lithuania became incorporated into Poland, and was completely
erased from the map in 1795 as a result of the Partitions of Poland.9 After this, Lithuania
would be mostly under Russian rule until the 20th century, which caused significant
problems for Lithuanian culture. According to Van Voren, “At times, Tsarist policies
were very discriminatory towards Lithuanian culture and language, resulting in a nation
determined to save its language and traditions and oppose the restrictions imposed by
what was seen as foreign domination.”10 Oppression of the Lithuanian language by
Russian rule only made Lithuanians feel protective of their language, which became one
of the main pillars of the ressurectionist movement formed in the 19th century. This began
a long history of tension with their Russian neighbors, which intensified later in response
to the rule of the Soviet Union from 1939 to 1941 and again during the Cold War period,
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Robert Van Voren, Undigested Past: The Holocaust in Lithuania, (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2011), 8.
Ibid, 8.
10
Ibid, 8.
9
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when Lithuania became a satellite state of the USSR. While the suppression of the
Lithuanian language seems to be unique, it is also important to recognize that in many
areas of Lithuania, Polish, Belorussian, and Yiddish were popular languages.11
Lithuanian was not in widespread use in centuries, especially not in most upper class
circles, which would have been the most influential group in preserving the language in
writing.12
Jewish people in Lithuania had their own history of discrimination. While they
did enjoy freedom under Vytautas the Great, those freedoms vanished under subsequent
rulers.13 In 1495, Jews were expelled for a short period by Alexander Jagella, before
being allowed to return in 1503. Then in 1566, a Lithuanian statute placed multiple
restrictions on Jewish people, including wearing certain clothing that would identify them
as Jewish.14 Even though Jewish people in Lithuania had to live under these restrictions,
they were spared from other atrocities such as the mass murders of Jews in Poland from
1648-1652 as a result of the Cosacks Uprisings.15 As a result, they experienced
population growth in Lithuania, allowing a population growth from 27,000 Jews in 1578
to 32,000 Jews in 1676. Unfortunately, population numbers until Lithuanian
independence was achieved are unavailable after 1793 because at this point Lithuanian
Jews became subjects of the Russian Empire and were added to their population numbers
and history.16
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Robert Van Voren, Undigested Past, 8.
Ibid, 8.
13
Ibid, 9.
14
Ibid, 9.
15
Ibid, 9.
16
Ibid, 9.
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There was relative peace until two events during the 1880s increased antisemitism
in Eastern Europe. This included several pogroms brought about by the murder of Tsar
Aleksandr II in 1881 and the rise of the peasant class in 1881-1882. Both of these events
caused pogroms against Jewish people in Eastern Europe, first because one of the
assassins of the Tsar was Jewish, causing a rumor to be spread that Jews killed the Tsar;
and second because the peasant class’ first step towards political emancipation was to
attack Jewish people due to the prominent religious teaching by Christians that Jews had
“killed Christ.”17 In addition to this, the May Laws came into effect during 1882 that
severely limited Jewish activity in the Russian empire.18 This included limited access to
housing, work, and education.19 During this point, there was a mass migration of Jewish
people out of Lithuania and Belorussia into Ukraine and Poland.20 Despite this, Jews still
maintained a large minority presence in Lithuania. One example of this is Vilnius, whose
population was 35% Jewish by the time of World War II.21 These centuries of tensions
help explain the reactions of Lithuanians during the occupations by the Soviet Union and
the seemingly uncalled for switch to taking action against Jewish people with the arrival
of German forces in 1941. Both groups had suffered under Polish and Russian rule, but
historically Jewish people were an obvious scapegoat and target of restrictions and
violence.
After centuries of foreign rule and turmoil, a new political movement called the
resurrectionist movement formed in the latter half of the 19th century, which was led by
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Robert Van Voren, Undigested Past, 10-12.
Ibid, 12.
19
Ibid, 12.
20
Ibid, 12.
21
Ibid, 13.
18
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the Lithuanian intelligentsia, notably Roman Catholic priests. This intelligentsia only
began to emerge after 1861 and the abolishment of serfdom by the Russian empire, which
allowed for support and growth of the intelligentsia.22 The movement intended to create a
national identity based on language.23 Lithuania became independent again in 1918, due
to a political fumble by Germany after World War I. As a result of a Lithuanian Council
appointed by the Vilnius conference, Lithuania became an independent state rather than
pledging allegiance to Germany and becoming dependent on them.24 This led to the
building of a nation that eventually became the Lithuania that was formed in 1918.25 Both
of these factors, language and land, created ideological divisions between Jewish
Lithuanians and non-Jewish Lithuanians. Many Jews within the boundaries of the
Lithuanian state that was created in 1918 did not speak Lithuanian, which was what the
resurrectionist movement was based on, and often spoke Yiddish primarily with
secondary languages of Polish or Russian.26 Additionally, the 1918 boundaries did not
align with what Jews historically conceptualized as “Lita,” which contained parts of
surrounding countries such as Latvia, Poland, and Belorussia.27 Most likely due to the
multiple aggressions by Lithuania’s neighbors that caused loss of land due to Lithuania’s
weak military force, many of these regions that were important to Jews and non-Jews
(though sometimes the places of importance differed between the two groups) were
controlled by other countries.28 Based on comparing Van Voren and MacQueen’s
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Robert Van Voren, Undigested Past, 13.
Michael Macqueen, “The Context of Mass Destruction: Agents and Prerequisites of the Holocaust in
Lithuania” Holocaust and Genocide Studies 12 no. 1 (1998): 27.
24
Robert Van Voren, Undigested Past, 17.
25
Michael Macqueen, “The Context of Mass Destruction,” 29.
26
Ibid, 29.
27
Ibid, 29.
28
Robert Van Voren, Undigested Past, 17-20.
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analysis of lost territories, it seems as though the areas of importance differed between
Jews and non-Jews in terms of land that was lost over time. More importance was placed
on the loss of the Klaipeda region and the city of Vilnius, which were important to nonJewish Lithuanian national identity. The unifying factors of language and country
boundaries left Jewish people out of the resurrectionist movement from the beginning,
but the effects of this were not fully realized until the interwar period.
A problem that the resurrectionists were forced to confront “was why their people
had, over the centuries, been swallowed up by others, and in the process nearly been
eradicated as a cultural presence... Typically, the justifications for national decline are
more palatable when construed as the actions of hostile external forces, rather than the
result of internal flaws and weaknesses.”29 The scapegoats for Lithuanian problems
became not Jewish people, but Poles.30 Polish people were targeted because they
dominated the upper and middle class while Lithuanians were mainly in the working or
peasant class.31 Some historians have argued that the interwar period was relatively
peaceful for the Jewish community within Lithuania.32 However, this analysis ignores the
underlying tensions that were still present, and these tensions were pushed aside due to
the fact that Lithuania was independent during this time period. MacQueen explains that
despite the fears of “Polonization,” the above described divisions of language and
territorial identification mixed with general antisemitism caused a rise in tension between
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Michael Macqueen, “The Context of Mass Destruction,” 27-28.
Ibid, 28-29.
31
Ibid, 28.
32
Konrad Kwiet, “Rehearsing for Murder: The Beginning of the Final Solution in Lithuania in June 1941,”
Holocaust and Genocide Studies 12 no. 1 (1998): 12.
30
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Jews and non-Jews during the interwar period.33 This tension can be tracked through
VHA interviews as well.
Edith Hamer reflected on this division between Jewish and non-Jewish
Lithuanians during her testimony with the VHA. When talking about her grandfather, she
described his rejection of the Lithuanian language. Hamer described him as a cultured
man who spent a great deal of time studying European (mainly German) literature. He
did not allow for Lithuanian to be spoken in his home, and the main languages spoken
were German with some Yiddish.34 She also said that her family only associated with
other Jews.35 Even more telling is that she was always told that Lithuanians were very
antisemitic and were a people to be feared. She draws a conclusion that this was at least
one of the reasons that her grandfather did not want Lithuanian to be spoken in his
home.36 Even though Hamer was very young during the rise of these tensions (she was
born in 1937), it is obvious that these sentiments made a deep impression on her.
Lithuania’s struggle with invasion and national identity took many turns over the
centuries, and one facet of that struggle were the changes in the relationship of Jewish
and non-Jewish Lithuanians.
There is a clear, fundamental split between Jewish and non-Jewish perceptions
and identifications with what became Lithuania in 1918. The struggle with national
identity was an important precondition to subsequent participation in persecution of
Jewish Lithuanians. While antisemitism was an overarching precondition, it was
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complicated by the question of what constituted a Lithuanian national identity. It was
then further complicated by non-Jews’ perceptions that aligned Jewish identity with
wealth or communism/Sovietism. 37 These two diametrically opposed connections to
Jewishness – individual wealth and communism – show not only the contradictions that
were rampant throughout antisemitic ideology, but also the complex relationship with
wealth disparity and communism within Lithuania. This specific condition was not
exclusive to Lithuania, but it was a pressing issue due to the nation’s history of
occupation and its proximity to the growing Soviet Union. Antisemitism was made to be
“endlessly adaptable, able to fit the needs and anxieties of an enormous variety of
people.”38 Through exploration of the associations of wealth and communism with
Jewish identity, this adaptability is clear.
There were multiple ways in which Jewish wealth was conflated by non-Jewish
Lithuanians and perceived by non-Jews to be tied to Bolshevism, Communism, or
Sovietism. Numerous of these examples can be seen through actions against Jewish
people during Holocaust ghettoization in Lithuania. In Jonava, a ransom was imposed on
the Jews in exchange for the creation of a ghetto instead of shootings, but “they were
unable to pay the ransom, mainly because most of the wealthier Jews had been deported
to the east by the Bolsheviks just a few days before German invasion. When the rabbi
told this to the partisan leader, he was taken hostage together with a number of other Jews
and severely beaten.”39 The deportation of wealthy Jews by the Soviet was somewhat
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common and started as early as 1939, as recorded in Smorgonie.40 The biggest role that
wealth played during this time period was in ordering ransoms like the one in Jonova or
in taking clothing or items that used to belong to murdered Jews. Clothing is included
because this was most likely what the general non-Jewish population received for their
complicity rather than money or valuables that went to Germans or those actually
performing the murders. This is characterized by a quote from a Polish person in Vilna
during the Holocaust: “‘For the Germans 300 Jews are 300 enemies of humanity; for the
Lithuanians they are 300 pairs of shoes, trousers, and the like.’”41 This quote is biased
and far too simplistic of Lithuanian motives during the Holocaust because of the hostility
between Polish and Lithuanian people as a result of multiple disputes over land, Vilnius
being one of those disputed territories. It is clear that Lithuanians too had ideological and
historical motives behind their collaboration, but there was at least some part of the
population driven by the gain of property. Additionally, Martin Dean argues that the
value of Jewish owned property was much less within Soviet occupied territories than in
other areas of Europe.42 Dean argues that “Because few of the Jews in these particular
occupied territories owned real estate or businesses, the German authorities were not so
concerned with exploiting the existing financial infrastructure or with allaying fears about
the effect on business confidence. Therefore, they made almost no effort to conceal the
goal of confiscation.”43 This supports the argument that Germans were taking many
valuable items for themselves while Lithuanians, many of whom experienced the same

40

Andrew Koss, “Smorgonie” in The United States Holocaust Museum Encyclopedia of Camps and
Ghettos, 1933-1945: Volume II, ed. Martin Dean (Bloomington: Indiana University, 2012), 1123.
41
Peter Hayes, Why? Explaining the Holocaust (New York: W.W. Norton, 2017), 229.
42
Martin Dean, Robbing the Jews: The Confiscation of Jewish Property in the Holocaust, 1933-1945,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2008), 191.
43
Ibid, 191.

21

economic struggle that the Jews did during Soviet occupation, mainly had access to
physical items left behind. While wealth is not mentioned often across secondary
literature about Lithuania, this relationship still existed to some extent and was
exacerbated by Soviet deportation of wealthy Jews because this fed into the idea of
Jewish identity and Sovietism being linked.
Jewish and non-Jewish Lithuanians were affected by Soviet occupation between
1939-1941, but when German troops arrived in Lithuania, Jewish people were
disproportionately characterized as supporters or sympathizers of the Soviet Union.44 In
the first weeks of occupation, murders targeted Communists and adult male Jews, as they
were supposed to have supported Soviet rule.45 The aggression towards this group
represents another precondition of aligning communism and Sovietism with Jewishness.
Part of this stems from the supposed tolerance of Judaism by the Soviet government,
even though this was not actually the case in practice: “In spite of the fact that, on paper,
the Soviets guaranteed equal right to all citizens, in reality, the Jews suffered heavily
under Soviet totalitarian rule.46 Both Jewish and Lithuanian religious, cultural, and
political organizations were banned under Soviet rule.47 However, many Jewish people
compared their situation with those Jews already under the rule of Nazi Germany and
were grateful.48 This preference for living under a Soviet regime that restricted Jewish
freedoms, but allowed them to live, put Jewish Lithuanians in a completely different
situation than non-Jewish Lithuanians. Non-Jewish Lithuanians would most likely have
44

Martin Dean, “Lithuania Region (Generalkommissariat Litauen)” in The United States Holocaust
Museum Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 1933-1945: Volume II, ed. Martin Dean (Bloomington:
Indiana University, 2012), 1032.
45
Ibid, 1032.
46
Robert Van Voren, Undigested Past, 26.
47
Ibid, 26.
48
Ibid, 27.

22

far less to worry about than their Jewish neighbors when German occupiers arrived, and
therefore it would have been easier for non-Jews to justify fighting back against Soviet
rule. The outward appearance of tolerance by the Soviet Union and the preference of
many Jewish people to live under a regime that was not actively trying to murder them
was distorted by non-Jews to show overwhelming Jewish support of the Soviet Union.
While there were Jews who supported the Soviet Union, there were also those who did
not, just as there were non-Jews who supported or did not support the Soviet Union as
well. Antisemitism was manipulated by Germans and some Lithuanians to align Jewish
people with Lithuania’s enemy: the Soviet Union.
When Soviet occupation began, two opposing factions broke out within
Lithuania: a resistance movement that favored eventual German victory, and another that
perceived Soviet occupation to be the new normal.49 “While both movements attracted
substantial shares of the population, Sovietization in practice brought the displacement,
destruction, replacement, or recasting of virtually every social, educational, political,
state, and religious organization in Lithuania.”50 In a country in which autonomy was
long sought after, and briefly achieved, complete restructuring under the Soviet regime
caused tension and underground resistance to form. The leading resistance group was the
Lithuanian Activists’ Front (LAF). This underground organization existed within
Lithuania with an additional base in Berlin.51 The group expressed extreme
anticommunist and antisemitic goals:
For the ideological maturation of the Lithuanian nation, it is essential that anticommunist and anti-Jewish action be strengthened. Above all the thought must be
spread that German-Russian armed conflict is a certainty, that the Red Russian
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army will be quickly ousted from Lithuania and that Lithuania will once again
become a free and independent state. It is very important that this opportunity be
used to get rid of the Jews as well. We must create an atmosphere that is so
stifling for the Jews that not a single Jew will think that he will have even the
most minimal rights or possibility of life in the new Lithuania. Our goal is to drive
out the Jews along with the Red Russians. The more of them that leave at this
time, the easier it will be to get rid of the rest later. The hospitality extended to the
Jews by Vytautas the Great is hereby revoked for all time because of their
repeated betrayals of the Lithuanian nation to its oppressors.52
The creation of this activist group directly affected the mass response of Lithuanians to
German invasion in the summer of 1941. Many LAF activists stepped into local
leadership roles and formed partisan squads that collaborated with or initiated acts of
robbery, violence, rape, murder, and other forms of persecution of Jewish Lithuanians
prior to or as German forces invaded Lithuania. The ferocity of these partisans was
worsened wherever they discovered that Lithuanian political prisoners had been
murdered by retreating Soviet forces.53 Altogether, thousands were killed. “The Rainiai
massacre was far from the largest of these massacres, but is one of the best known, due to
the brutality and torture inflicted on the victims by perpetrators... local police forced Jews
to bury the corpses in a common grave.”54 This same forest would be the setting of mass
murders of Jewish people in the coming weeks at the hands of Lithuanian partisans.55
The ways in which antisemitism took form were country and region specific. The
term needs to be broken down based on country history in order for the relationship
between Jews and non-Jews, and eventual persecution of Jewish people, to make sense.
Antisemitism in Lithuania was shaped by drastic shifts in national identity, wealth
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disparity, and anticommunist sentiment. All of these factors are important to
understanding how, when, and why Jewish people were targeted by non-Jewish
Lithuanians.

Collaboration with Nazi Perpetrators
Prior to the outbreak of World War II, there were at least 200,000 Jewish
residents in Lithuania, and with the addition of Jewish refugees from Poland after the
German invasion of Poland in 1939, this number is estimated to have increased to
210,000 to 220,000 people by the time Lithuania was invaded in 1941.56 Some estimates
believe this number to be higher, as the USHMM website records this number as 250,000
people.57 Either way, the Jewish population is estimated to have made up approximately
10% of the population of Lithuania in 1941.58 The distribution of the Jewish population
in Lithuania is still being studied, but from some analysis of encyclopedia entries, it is
clear that the majority of the Jewish population was concentrated in larger cities. For
example, in Kaunas there were around 40,000 Jewish people, and in Vilnius there were
around 60,000 Jewish people prior to German invasion.59 Outside of these major areas,
distribution of Jewish Lithuanians ranges from places with a hundred or less people to
several thousand people. This concentration helps to explain why two of the major
ghettos were formed in Kaunas and Vilnius and why much of the current Jewish
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population still exists in those urban areas. Their status as a small minority in the country
can help explain why Jewish people were marginalized to such a drastic degree. Their
small population compared to the rest of the country aided in separating the Jewish
community from non-Jewish Lithuanians, and this lack of visibility (which was worsened
with the addition of restrictions on Jewish life) made it easier to dehumanize Jewish
people. This made Jewishness more abstract, which made it easier for non-Jewish
Lithuanians to discriminate and align Jewish identities with those described in the
preconditions section.
Due to the speed of occupation and murder within Lithuania, the USHMM
estimated that 150,000 Jewish people were killed by January 1, 1942, with a total of
approximately 200,000 or more killed by the end of the war.60 It is estimated that only
around 8,000 Jewish Lithuanians survived the Holocaust.61 About 75% of killings in
Lithuania took place in the span of less than 6 months. This is significant because it
exemplifies the fast movement of occupation and death in Lithuania. Lithuania is also
noted to have had one of the highest victim rates in Europe, with about 90% of the Jewish
population killed by the end of the war.62 This too is significant because this effectiveness
and the speed at which this murder was achieved would not have been possible without
Lithuanian collaborators. In many places, Jewish populations were completely destroyed
or had very few survivors, and did not experience a revival of a Jewish community after
World War II. Lithuania was invaded by German troops on June 22, 1941.63 Thus the
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majority of Jewish people in Lithuania were persecuted, exploited, tortured, and killed
within a span of less than six months. For further context, this means that genocide had
covered much of Lithuania, and other areas of Europe, before the United States even
entered the war on December 7, 1941. While this paper is not about the response of the
U.S. to global or domestic atrocities (of which the Holocaust is just one example), these
events can feel remote, and are generally unfamiliar, to Americans in part because of
when they occurred.
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Duration of Ghetto Operations in Lithuania

Figure 1: As the caption written by Jeremy Braun describes, this figure shows the time between German
occupation and the start date of ghettos (red), and the duration of the ghettos (blue).

The differences within ghetto start and end dates shown in the visualization
created by Jeremy Braun for the Holocaust Ghettos Project shows the amount of time
between lasting German occupation and the start of ghettos, shown by the red line and the
28

duration of ghettos shown by the bule line (Figure 1). This visualization can be used to
explore a few different arguments related to ghettoization in Lithuania. First, the
shortness of both the red and blue lines for the vast majority of places support the
argument that the process of ghettoization and liquidation of ghettos (through either
murder or transfer to larger ghettos) in Lithuania was fast in comparison to other regions.
With the exception of Kaunas, Vilnius, Šiauliai, and Święciany, all of the longer lasting
ghettos shown in this chart were transferred to the Lithuanian region from the
Weissruthenien region on April 1, 1942.64 This was well after the liquidation of most of
Lithuania’s shorter lived ghettos in the span of a few months between occupation of
Lithuania on June 22, 1941 and January 1, 1942. Braun’s graphs of other occupied
regions, particularly in Poland, show much longer ghetto duration. In Lithuania,
exceptionally brief German occupation and ghettoization reflected the speed of local
mass murder, aided by local collaboration.

Involvement Visualizations
The speed of ghettoization and murder of Jewish people in Lithuania would not
have been possible without the often willing support of local Lithuanians. As will be
shown through a series of maps made from data collected from the 115 Lithuanian
ghettos in the USHMM Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, local collaboration with, or
initiation of, antisemitic policies, ghettoization, violence, rape, and murder was present in
almost every place recorded. Rules for how data was collected are detailed in Appendix
A. Most of the maps below were derived from data collected by myself throughout the

64

Martin Dean, “Lithuania Region (Generalkommissariat Litauen),” 1032.

29

year, with mapping assistance from Anne Knowles. One of the maps is from data
collected for the Holocaust Ghettos Project (Timing of First Restrictions), and the
visualization titled “Duration of Ghetto Operations in Lithuania” was made by Jeremy
Braun for the Holocaust Ghettos Project as well.
The Holocaust Ghettos Project is a collaborative group of researchers from
different universities who aim to connect victims and perpetrators in Holocaust spaces
and places. The project focuses on analyzing the USHMM Encyclopedia of Camps and
Ghettos to develop databases and GIS visualizations that show the wide range of
experiences of Jewish people during the Holocaust. This research branches in many
directions, from collecting data related to many aspects of Holocaust experiences
including opening and closing dates of ghettos, the physicality of ghetto spaces and
defining what ghettos can look like, the wide variety of ghetto life and restriction
experiences of Jewish people, and capturing murder in different regions. All of these
categories continually prove to be complicated and difficult to capture, but this difficulty
shows the extreme variance and inconsistency of Holocaust experience. This
inconsistency is what inspired my own research with this thesis. Through being assigned
data entry for the Lithuania region, I quickly realized that Lithuania completely defied
most of my preconceived notions about the Holocaust. When first beginning as a research
assistant, I was unaware the extent of local collaboration and thought many local nonJews were complicit bystanders. Additionally, while I was aware that ghettoization and
murder increased in speed as Nazi occupation moved east, I did not understand why and
that local collaboration played a large role in the ability of Nazi perpetrators to move
quickly through some regions. Further, the structure of ghettos and ghetto life has been
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completely redefined in my mind after working on the Project and this thesis. All of these
factors fueled my curiosity about Lithuania as an area that is less studied within
Holocaust research. The following visualizations and specific examples of Holocaust
experience in Lithuania show this continued complexity and need for further study in
areas like Lithuania.
Local Collaboration with Nazi Perpetrators

Figure 2: Black dots signify ghetto locations where Lithuanians collaborated with Nazi Officials in order to
persecute, exploit, torture, or murder Jewish Lithuanians.

Figure 2 illustrates this collaboration throughout the country of Lithuania. The black
dots represent places in which local collaboration is mentioned in the related ghetto’s
Encyclopedia entry, and the white dots are places in which it is not. While the white dots
do not show that active collaboration was present, they do not confirm that it was not,
only that entry researchers did not find evidence of collaboration in available sources. In
roughly 97% of ghetto locations in Lithuania, local collaboration with Nazi perpetrators
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was recorded. The areas in the lower right with a dashed border were relocated to
Lithuania from the Weissruthenien region during April 1942.65 In these places, ghettos
lasted longer and local collaboration of Lithuanians was found less (there were mentions
of local collaboration of non-Jews that were not Lithuanian in some of these places).
These places were “outliers” in comparison to the rest of Lithuania.
The number of collaborators is difficult to determine because there were many ways
in which people could be unofficially involved. Even those who officially joined groups
that directly collaborated with German officers are difficult to track. Michael MacQueen
estimates that in June 1941 in Kaunas alone, there were about 3,360 registered LAF
partisans.66 Later in 1941, this grew to fifteen police battalions ranging from 200-500
people in each battalion.67 There were five more of these battalions added by the end of
1942.68 This would give an estimate of 4,000-10,000 local collaborators. This was just
one of the organizations in which local collaborators functioned, and MacQueen argues
that there were other groups, including execution squads, that were also made up at least
partly by Lithuanian collaborators. While MacQueen does not provide total numbers,
Dov Levin fills in this gap somewhat when discussing the release of 35,000 Lithuanians
that collaborated with Nazi perpetrators.69 Levin argues that this number reflects those
that did not actually commit murders themselves, leading to believe that there were more
perpetrators that were not counted in this number. Overall, it is difficult to determine how
many collaborators were present in Lithuania without further concentrated research.
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Timing of First Restrictions

Figure 3: This map shows when first actions were taken against the Jewish communities of Lithuania. This
map was a result of data entry for the Holocaust Ghettos Project, which I partially entered. Final proofing
stages are still underway, meaning that this information in this map is still being finalized.

Additionally, Figure 3 shows the places in which local antisemites initiated acts of
violence or persecution prior to German occupation (signified by red dots). In Lithuania,
about 20% of towns in which ghettos were established experienced this persecution of
Jewish people prior to German occupation. The most common occurrence was immediate
action by either Germans or Lithuanians, which represents about 57% of places. While
this category does not record who specifically took action first, many places noted
immediate organization of Lithuanian partisans in support of German troops or in
immediate action against Jewish people.
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Places in which Lithuanians Profited from Jewish Persecution

Figure 4: Black dots show places in which local Lithuanians received some remuneration, in the form of
money or property, through actions (or complicity with those actions) against the Jewish community.

The last visualization of this initial series shows places in which Lithuanians profited
from the destruction of Jewish communities (Figure 4). This map represents that in about
73% of ghetto locations recorded, local collaborators were profiting from the persecution
and murder of the Jewish community. This includes places in which local collaborators or
citizens were paid or otherwise rewarded for taking action against Jewish people, as well
as cases of robbery or acquisition of property, such as clothing, valuables, houses,
businesses, and farms.
In attempt to provide a fair survey of local collaboration, I also collected and
visualized forced involvement, the presence of German officials, and whether Germans
or Lithuanians were the dominant presence during violence against Jews. Instead of
complicating the narrative of local collaboration, they also support the idea, reflected
within secondary literature, primary sources, and the visualizations above, that many
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local Lithuanians were willing to collaborate or take actions into their own hands during
the persecution and murder of Jewish Lithuanians.
No Mention of Forced Involvement

Figure 5: Black dots signify places in which forced collaboration is NOT mentioned.

Figure 5 shows places in which forced involvement of Lithuanians was not
mentioned. This was roughly 88% of places within Lithuania. As with all of these maps,
it is possible that some data was not collected or destroyed, however, due to the brutality
experienced by Jewish people at the hands of Lithuanians, both with and without German
presence, an assumption can be made that the trend shown by this map would be true.
The final two visualizations within this section show the presence of German officials
during actions against Jewish people and places in which dominant presence (dominant
presence meaning who was written to be controlling and performing the most actions
against Jewish people) was Lithuanian.
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German Presence during some or all actions taken against Jewish People

Figure 6: Black dots signify places in which German officials were present for at least some of the actions
taken against the Jewish Community. White dots show places in which they were not mentioned, not
present, or presence was unclear.

Dominant Presence of Lithuanians

Figure 7: Black dots signify places in which Lithuanians were recorded to have taken more actions against
Jewish communities than German officials. White dots signify places in which dominance was unclear
between Germans and Lithuanians, or places in which Germans were the dominant force.
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Figures 6 and 7 show the many ways in which maps can alter how historical
information is viewed. Figure 6, showing German presence (~86% of places) could lead
to a belief that German officials were running towns, while in actuality, the majority of
places were left to the control of Lithuanian locals and officials at one point or another
(~61% of places including transferred regions and ~70% without), as shown in Figure 7.
All of these visualizations point toward a conclusion that Lithuanians were an asset to
German invaders. In combination with the preconditions, the collaboration shown by
these maps suggests that Lithuanians were trying to achieve some sort of distorted
national identity through the destruction of Lithuanian Jewry (and to some extent
communism that was both independent of and associated with Jewishness).
Specific entries from the Encyclopedia, other secondary literature, and various
forms of primary source documentation support this conclusion. Throughout these
sources, brutality is often mentioned at the hands of Lithuanian perpetrators. While there
are too many instances to describe them all here, a few examples give an idea of the extra
lengths that perpetrators often took to cause Jews to suffer before they were murdered.

Specific Examples of Collaboration
Generally, local collaboration of Lithuanians is often described to be brutal,
which suggests they were willing partners with German officials. The treatment of Jewish
women overall is one example of local collaborators going to extra lengths to torture
Jewish people. Jewish women often lived longer than Jewish men in Lithuania, as most
murder actions began with men. For the women that were left, life was often dangerous
and scarring at the hands of Lithuanian officials, citizens, and German officials. There are
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numerous mentions of rape and sexual assault of women throughout the USHMM
encyclopedia entries, as well as frequent mention within survivor interviews. Rape was
present throughout every step of the Holocaust, for example, in Anykščiai: “On the first
day of the German invasion (June 22, 1941), a young Jewish girl was raped near
Anykščiai and murdered by local peasants.”70 The dehumanization of Jewish life by
Lithuanian and German men, coupled with the struggle for power in a country often
powerless, had a severe effect on Jewish women. Jewish men were severely effected as
well, but in different ways. For women, the trends point to sexual trauma and murder,
while for men, this was often replaced by other forms of physical trauma and murder at a
faster pace than women. Two themes throughout source documentation contributed to the
extreme vulnerability of Jewish women: ghetto structure and forced labor. While rape of
Jewish women was common throughout all places during the Holocaust, the
temporariness of ghetto holding places and the types of common forced labor often left
women in compromising circumstances that led to such mistreatment.
Specific examples of this can be found within the USHMM encyclopedia,
however, more impactful descriptions come from primary source documentation. Malke
Gilis from Telsiai recalls that “Every day and night the women had to withstand much
trouble and various torments at the hands of the Lithuanian murderers. They would sneak
in among the women at night, frightening and waking them. There were many cases of
rape then. The murderers who had earlier murdered the husbands enjoyed themselves
immensely as they raped the women.”71 It is important to stress that this happened
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frequently. The twisted sense of power that was achieved by first killing powerless men
and then forcefully taking advantage of the women left behind was a common
occurrence. Gilis and the other women (and some men who masqueraded as women in an
attempt to survive) mentioned above were forced to live in a barn as their ghetto holding
place.72 This holding place, as opposed to a house or more secure residence, allowed for
even easier access to women than that already provided by the skewed balance of power.
This too was a common occurrence in Lithuania, as agricultural buildings, unfinished
buildings, or open air camps were often holding places of choice for very short-lived
ghettos.73 More lasting ghettos in cities such as Kaunas or Vilnius housed Jews in
permanent structures including houses and apartment buildings where women had some
degree of privacy. Women also experienced this vulnerability during the forced labor
they were made to perform in some areas. Typically, the most vulnerable work
assignments were those in which women were performing agricultural or domestic work
for locals or sometimes German officers. Not only were most workers treated poorly by
guards and the locals that they worked for, but many women were raped and assaulted
due to these circumstances as well.
Children are a group that is seldom discussed at length in Holocaust literature,
perhaps due to the increased feelings of shock when people think about how something
so awful could happen to a child. However, children suffered greatly during the
Holocaust as well. In Lithuania, the main way in which mass murder was committed was
through shooting. However, for many small children, this was not the case. Mery
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Shlomovitz escaped a killing action at which she saw “that the murderers did not shoot
the small children. As they explained while they were shooting, they didn’t want to waste
bullets on the children and threw them in the air over the pits. The children fell into the
pits still alive. The murderers put an end to them with the butts of their rifles, or with
their heavy, bloodied military boots. They grabbed many of the children by the feet,
bashed their heads against rocks and threw them into the pit.”74 This was another
common practice that is referenced throughout interviews and the encyclopedia articles.
This brutality, to look at a child and do something so horrific and drawn out, shows the
willingness of the local collaboration in Lithuania. This mistreatment extended past
guards to other locals, including doctors. Malke Gilis reflected that “the Lithuanian
doctors did not want to tend to the children. All they did was assure their death. Mrs.
Fayn also had a three year old girl in the hospital. She snuck in to see the children one
time, and found many of them scattered dead beneath their beds.”75 This another example
of complete disregard for human life, exacerbated by the fact that doctors, whose jobs
were to preserve human life, could not see past Jewish identity.
One example that connects multiple primary sources is the account of an incident
called the “Devil’s Dance” or “Demon’s Dance.” This instance was not recorded within
the Telšiai entry within the encyclopedia, but it is mentioned in two separate primary
sources: Koniuchowsky’s interviews and The Unknown Black Book. The latter source
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records the testimony of Nesya Miselevich in relation to this event. He says that the
Devil’s Dance is the torture that stands out most clearly in his memory.76 He remembers:
Around July 18, 1941, two Gestapo agents came to the Reynyay camp along with
an entire detachment of local bandits... The next day, the Gestapo again called out
all the men... They encircled them with armed guards, and then on eof the
Gestapo men made a speechto the following effect: ‘You, the Jews, have mounted
a conspiracy against the entire cultured world. You, along with the Bolsheviks,
have ignited a worldwide conflagration, and because of that the hour of
retribution has arrived. You will pay for the evil that you have done.” When he
had finished, he gave an order, and the ring of guards around those assembled
grew tighter, and a dreadful torture began.77
At this point, the retelling of this event will be picked up within the Koniuchowsky
interview with Malke Gilis. She remembers:
Lithuanians with spiked sticks and whips stood in the middle and forced the Jews
to run in a circle... The Jews had to run in a circle for a few hours, falling
whenever one of the Germans whistled. When they got up they were beaten on
the head and sides... A number of women and men among the Lithuanian
population came to watch the velniu shokis, the ‘Demon’s Dance,’ as they called
it. The Lithuanians from town came running to enjoy themselves, and
applauded.78
Another survivor Yente Alter remembers this event in the form of the loss of her brother:
“While he ran, Yente’s father Shmuel had seen his son Yakov-Ber lying on the ground.
He thought he had fainted and fallen. As he ran past he shouted to his son: ‘stand up my
child, they’ll murder you!’ Yakov-Ber answered in a weak voice: ‘I cannot get up any
more, I’m done for.’”79 Yakov-Ber had been shot because one of the partisans wrongly
identified him as a communist.80 This example of the brutality that men faced shows a
combination of German and Lithuanian perpetration with intent to torture and kill Jewish
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men and communist sympathizers. Men were often the first targeted for killing actions.
The Einsatzgruppen (EG) were initially ordered to kill only communist functionaries,
Jewish leadership, and Jewish men of military age.81 This changed during late summer of
1941, which is most likely why killing in Lithuania increased exponentially during late
summer and early fall of 1941.82 This policy and its changes help explain why men were
targeted first and how that expanded to create an even more violent environment when
the killing of women and children began. Even though Germans were in charge during
this example, there were willing local participants and it was a public event that other
locals watched and enjoyed.
These examples related to women, men, and children show the mass official and
unofficial collaboration of Lithuanians that the preceding maps also show. However,
these examples also show the presence of German officials and the leadership they
provided in the areas of ghettoization, persecution, and murder of the Jewish population.
It is important to stress that all of these examples were not one time occurrences. This is
even true of the last example because while the Demon’s Dance is a specific example,
events of torture similar to that happened elsewhere in Lithuania on varying scales.
Lastly, it is important to recognize that there are caveats to this local collaboration. While
the Holocaust targeted Jewish and other minorities, even those that collaborated were
sometimes acting out of fear or pain themselves. As shown through the preconditions to
local involvement, a tumultuous history was distorted to manipulate nationalism and
misdirected anger at Lithuania’s Jewish population. While these factors do not excuse the
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actions of partisans and other local Lithuanian collaborators, it does add dimension to
those seen as heartless and senseless. In addition to this, some collaborators and other
non-Jews actually helped Jewish Lithuanians survive. This is explored through the next
section, along with an analysis of those heralded as “heroes.”

Local Aid given to Jewish Community Members
While there were altogether fewer mentions of help given to the Jewish
community throughout primary and secondary source information, there were some
instances in which help was necessary for the survival of many Jewish Lithuanians.
Voren argues that “there were also Lithuanians who sided with the Jews, and who
endangered their own lived trying to save them from extermination. A relatively large
number of Lithuanians (approximately 800) was honored with the title ‘Righteous
Among Nations’ by Yad Vashem in Israel.”83 While this is a sizeable number, this figure
is often distorted by Lithuanians in order to claim that there were no Lithuanian
collaborators during the Holocaust.84 There were many possible reasons for a lack of aid
given to the Jewish community, including the fact that many people were antisemitic
and/or anticommunist, and would not go out of their way to help a Jewish person,
especially based on the preconditions discussed earlier. Another reason could be the fear
of death, imprisonment, other punishment, or social/political/economic outcasting that
would be the result if for some reason it was found out they were helping Jewish people
in some capacity. Those brave enough to step up and help the Jewish community in
Lithuania played a significant role in saving members of the Jewish population. This was
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on an individual basis, as no evidence of organized resistance of non-Jewish Lithuanians
that helped Jewish people has been found.85 However, it is also important to acknowledge
that like perpetrators, those who helped Jewish people were also humans with flaws. Not
every instance in which help was offered was out of pure desire to help someone survive.
Local Aid given to Jewish People

Figure 8: Black dots signify places in which local help or aid was mentioned. This did not include instances
in which that help cost money (i.e. selling food to starving people or “holding” items for Jewish neighbors
when they knew they would perish).

Figure 8 shows places in which local aid, from Lithuanians specifically, was
given to Jewish people during their struggle to survive. In recorded ghettos, about 30% of
places mentioned help given to Jewish people, less than a third of those that recorded
local collaboration. There were many other cases in which Russian, Polish, or even
Japanese aid was supplied to Jewish Lithuanians, but this does not show how Lithuanians
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acted during the Holocaust. Mentions of “help” that were not included were ones in
which Lithuanians profited from supplying food or “holding” items for Jews that they
knew would perish. This was not help but rather action for personal gain. While in some
cases even selling food to Jewish people was illegal, as was the case in Alytus and
Panevėžys,86 Lithuanians were willing to sell food to Jewish people for continued
monetary gain, rather than giving food to people that were starving. This shows the
suffering of all parties involved because while Jewish people were suffering under life in
ghettos, non-Jews may have had to sell food in order to support their own families.
Nonetheless, this cannot be confirmed and it was not included as an example of help due
to the fact that non-Jews were profiting from Jewish starvation. Additionally, mentions of
help may not have been included in the entry due to the focus of authors on other areas of
ghetto existence and a lack of source material. Even with this possibility, it still seems
likely that local collaboration with Nazi perpetrators was more common than local help
given to Jewish Lithuanians because of the preconditions for willing mass involvement
and the overall pressure to be complicit that caused many to be bystanders within
Lithuania and across Europe.
Help took many forms and had many consequences if found out by Nazi
perpetrators or their collaborators. One example was in Alsėdžiai, in which “On
December 24, 1941, 30 women and children from the Telšiai ghetto were shot at the
home of the priest Dumbrauskas in Alsėdžiai as a symbolic reprisal against him, as in late
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June or early July of 1941 he had intervened to prevent the murder of the town’s Jews.”87
Dumbrauskas faced a unique punishment meant to make his actions feel as though they
did not matter, when in fact his resistance represented a strength that was necessary to
keep faith alive in this place. While many of those from his town did perish, he was able
to save the Torah scrolls and return them to the ritual slaughterer from the town, who
survived because he was able to hide with a Lithuanian farmer.88 This example shows
someone that intervened based on what they thought was morally right, but this does not
mean that every person that helped Jewish people had these same intentions.
An example of a non-Jewish Lithuanians with ulterior motives that helped Jewish
people is found within Malke Gilis’ testimony. She received a chain of assistance from
local Lithuanians in order to survive, but some of this help was tainted by prejudice and
fear. She escaped the ghetto after it was locked down because she had a work
commitment, but instead of going back to the ghetto, she hid with a young woman that
was hiding eight other Jewish women because it was suspected a killing action would
happen soon.89 After receiving assistance from this Lithuanian woman, Malke and a
couple of other survivors wandered through the forest that night looking for a place to
hide, and eventually found shelter with an elderly Lithuanian man.90 He hid the women
for three days under his chicken coop until partisans and police checked his home for the
missing women.91 At this point, the women were hidden in his house and they found that
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the man was the woman’s father that had helped them earlier.92 In addition to this, the
man’s son was a Lithuanian police officer that was known to have killed Jews, but he did
not harm the women because of his father’s wish to protect them.93 This relationship of
Malke and the other Jewish women with this family was complicated. While they did not
harm the women, there was a threat made by the son to murder them, unpaid labor on
Malke’s part in exchange for safety, the bringing home of bloodied clothing items by the
son that almost certainly came from murdered Jewish people, aggressions by the older
man because he wanted the women to religiously convert, and the driving motive of the
older man to help the Jewish women because he thought it would clear his family name
(because of his son’s deeds) and he would receive a reward from the Soviet Union when
they reoccupied the territory.94 This situation shows many different reasons why Jewish
people received help from local Lithuanians. This situation was not perfect, but above all
the man hid the women from December 1942 until the arrival of Soviet troops that
liberated the Jews.95 The family that helped Malke and four other Jewish women survive
the war did risk a great deal in doing so, as their house was checked multiple times for
Jewish hideaways and there was even a short period in which a Germans stayed in the
house while the women were hidden there.96 This was an instance in which morality is
blurred and it is obvious that help given to Jewish people was not always given by an
idealistic minority. This humanizes those who did give help to Jewish people. This does
not mean to diminish or take away from the fact that this family risked their lives to save
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these Jewish women, but it is meant to add complexity to how they are remembered and
viewed in history.
It is also important to recognize the ways in which Jews and non-Jews were
intertwined prior to World War II. While it is true that many prejudices kept these groups
apart, there were many places in which Jews and non-Jews lived in the same areas,
worked together, and were married. This created problems under German occupation
because this caused the separation of couples and spurred unique relationships with
collaboration and help. One instance of this is remembered by Yente Alter showed a
partisan saving the lives of dozens of women through delaying a killing action: “The
partisan who received the order to announce to the peasants that on that Friday, August
29,1941... they had to bring in the women, intentionally burned the list... The partisan
who burned the list and saved dozens of women from death had a Jewish wife.”97 This
testimony captures an instance may have otherwise been forgotten. This complexity has
been neglected within secondary literature because many authors argue that these
communities were so divided that an instance like this one would not fit into that
argument. While this was not a widespread occurrence, it is important to acknowledge
this difficulty and the way in which non-Jews were able to infiltrate antisemitic
organizations for the protection of their own loved ones.
These three examples show the complexity of help given to Jewish people in
Lithuania. They add dimension to those that did risk their lives in order to help Jews
survive almost certain death and shows various motivations for helping Jewish people.
Their motivations varied on their upbringing, personal relationships, and ability to take a
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moral stance against the persecution and murder of Jewish people. It would have been far
easier for the priest to stand up against oppression than the ordinary people that lived in
the countryside, and while in this case the priest still received retaliation, it was not the
death that would have been imposed on other Lithuanians if they had been found out. Just
as perpetrators had a complex existence, so did those who helped Jews, and in two of the
instances mentioned above, these identities overlapped, complicating these categories in
which locally involved people were divided.
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CHAPTER III

MEMORY OF THE HOLOCAUST IN LITHUANIA (POST-SOVIET UNION)

Memorials and Museums
The time period studied in this thesis is post-Soviet Union occupation, after
Lithuania became independent in 1990. The post-Soviet Union time period was chosen
because it more accurately shows how an independent Lithuanian state has dealt with
Holocaust memory and commemoration, rather than how the Soviet Union at large
viewed these subjects. For these reasons, all issues and events discussed within this
chapter took place after Lithuania gained independence in 1990.
Holocaust memorials and museums are one of the most prominently recognized
sources of public memory. The process of memorialization is unique to each country and
is dependent on their relationship with and memory of the Holocaust. James Young
argues in The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning that “Depending
on where and by whom these memorials are constructed, these sites remember the past
according to a variety of national myths, ideals, and political needs... All reflect both the
past experiences and current lives of their communities, as well as the state’s memory of
itself.”98 This is clearly seen within Lithuania’s relationship to memorials and museums
since its independence from the Soviet Union in 1990. While this has created some
positive outcomes, much of Lithuania’s past and current commemoration of the
Holocaust has been problematic in terms of a lack of accountability for local

98

James Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning, (New Haven: Yale
University, 1993), 1-2.

50

collaboration or even outright denial. Through an exploration of specific monuments and
museums, this complex relationship between the Lithuanian Jewish community and nonJewish Lithuanians shows need for reconciliation and accountability.
For the amount of destruction that the Jewish community faced during the
Holocaust, there are relatively few memorials and museums that adequately represent
Holocaust experience in Lithuania. Beginning with one of the earliest monuments
established after the end of Soviet occupation, the monument constructed in the Ponary
forest, in memory of the mass murders of Jewish people from Vilnius, exemplifies this
inadequacy. Dov Levin, in an article about the Lithuanian Press during 1991-1992,
argues that tension and elevated interest in Holocaust memory within Lithuania was
renewed by two events between 1991-1992: “construction of a monument (financed by
Israelis) in memory of the Jewish victims of the Ponar bloodbath in Vilnius; and the mass
rehabilitation (with compensation and benefits) of thousands of Lithuanians who had
collaborated with the Nazis, including many implicated in the murder of Jews.”99
The monument and the “rehabilitation” and release of collaborators posed many
problems. The first is that Lithuania did not fund the establishment of this monument, but
instead another country stepped in and provided funding. In addition to this, Lithuanian
authorities altered the inscription of the monument significantly. The original inscription
was supposed to commemorate “the 70,000 Jewish victims who were ‘slaughtered and
incinerated by the Nazis and their local collaborators.”100 The word local was removed in
order to avoid acknowledgement of collaboration of Lithuanians, in addition to the
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Lithuanian and Russian language inscriptions being removed entirely. This was done
because there was “apprehension that the younger generation of non-Jews might fathom
the full extent of their fathers’ misdeeds. It would therefore seem that, from the
authorities point of view, the monument was meant chiefly for Jewish tourists from Israel
and the West.”101 Additionally, at the murder site at Ponar, right before the dedication
ceremony, Lithuanian authorities decided to prominently display the names of 14
Lithuanians who had recently died in clashes with Soviet troops, in a further attempt to
equalize the struggle of Jews and non-Jews under the respective regimes of Nazi and
Soviet occupation.102 This event and dedication explicitly show Lithuanian authorities
shaping public memory and denying local participation in the murder of thousands of
Jewish people.
If this were not enough, the release of “rehabilitated” collaborators during this
same short span of years just after Lithuania gained its independence also shows this
equivocation of struggle and lack of accountability. Levin argues that articles, memoirs,
and letters to the editor in relation to these simultaneous events showed seven major
themes of memory of non-Jewish Lithuanians: idealization of the past in which all past
hostility against Jewish people was forgotten, supposed symmetry of experience under
Stalin and Hitler of Jews and non-Jews, misrepresentation of collaboration and the belief
that few Lithuanians actually aided the Germans, shock and outrage at the negative
response to releasing “rehabilitated” Lithuanian collaborators, negative criticism targeted
at Israel for harboring Jewish people that were involved in the KGB, idealization of the
present and lack of acknowledgement that the Holocaust has lasting impact, and “a rosy
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future” in which Jewish people are expected to move on and offer financial, political, and
moral assistance to aid in the furthering of Lithuania’s development.103 These themes put
forward by Levin suggest the inability of the Lithuanian government and its non-Jewish
citizens to reconcile with the past.
While this is true, it is important to acknowledge Levin’s bias as a survivor who
lost almost all of his family during the Holocaust. Similar to Koniuchowsky, this may
cloud his view of non-Jewish Lithuanians to some extent. Additionally, it is important to
recognize that pain and suffering did extend to non-Jewish Lithuanians under both Nazi
and Soviet rule, and that the Lithuanian Activists’ Front (LAF) partisans were and are
heralded as heroes for fighting against decades of Soviet oppression. While this does not
excuse the release of collaborators (there is no evidence that they went through any real
rehabilitation), Levin notes this to be upwards of 35,000 collaborators who also received
grant money to restart their lives, it does reveal that this was done out of perceived justice
for freedom fighters and not as a slight to the Jewish community.104 Release and
rehabilitation in this case means that perpetrators that were imprisoned for taking action
against Jewish people during the Holocaust were exonerated (including those that did
everything except actually shoot Jewish people).105 Levin includes the example of
Aleksandras Bedinskas, who organized the torture of Jewish people in the Lietukis
garage in Kaunas in June 1941, and how he was let free as a part of this “rehabilitated”
group.106 With this history included, it is still a poor response on the part of the
Lithuanian government. This large number was released because “the term ‘participation
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in genocide’ was so narrowly defined as to exonerate anyone who had not actually
pressed the trigger. Thousands of guards who transported the victims to the edge of the
pit, showering them with beatings and abuse... were granted amnesty.”107 As some of the
first actions taken by Lithuanian authorities shortly after independence, this set a
precedent that allowed for denial of local collaboration to take root in early independent
Lithuania.
Today, the memorial site has been expanded, but the dedication to Lithuanians
remains.108 The Paneriai Memorial Museum that opened in 1960 was transferred to the
control of the Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum in 1991, and in 2018 it was renamed and
repurposed as the Paneriai memorial Visitors information center.109 The memorial gained
more recognition this year when the U.S. Ambassador to Lithuania Robert Gilchrist
visited the site in commemoration of Yom HaShoah, the day of remembrance.110 His
speech shows the irony of this remembrance taking place at this monument, but it also
shows some recognition of the denialist culture within Lithuania and its negative effects:
Today is a time to recommit ourselves to educating our communities about this
heritage and about the Holocaust. The United States is proud to continue to
support Lithuania in this effort... Rising levels of anti-Semitism around the world,
including in Lithuania and in my own country, the United States, cannot be
ignored. Our response must be clear: Hate has no home here. To distort history by
diminishing the suffering of the victims of the Holocaust or rehabilitating the
Nazis and their collaborators is to erode the values that bind our countries.111
This excerpt from Gilchrist’s speech is ironic, because the very monument he stands in
front of was constructed under circumstances of denial and rehabilitation. Rather than a
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recommittal to education and recognition, there needs to be an initial, sincere
commitment to truth and reconciliation.
Another example of denial and equalization of Jewish and non-Jewish struggle is
represented through the Museum of Occupations and Freedom Fights located in Vilnius.
Until as recently as 2018, this museum was called the Museum of Genocide Victims.
This was extremely problematic because the museum is almost entirely made up of
exhibits dedicated to the struggle of Lithuanians under Soviet Occupation. In the “History
of the Building” page of the museum’s website, there is no acknowledgement that local
collaborators participated in mass killing and torture of Jewish Lithuanians.112 This was
also clear in the book they published, called “Whoever Saved One Life...” (2002), which
details stories of Lithuanians who helped Jewish people during the Holocaust. While this
premise would be fine to write about, Voren describes that the tone of the piece was
problematic: “it is written in the same defensive style of many Lithuanian publications
and statements on the matter, clearly focused on trying to diminish Lithuanian
collaboration and compliance... All data show that these Jew-rescuers were the exception
(like many if not most other countries in Europe, one might add) and that the
overwhelming majority of the population excelled in silence and indifference.”113 This
shows the difficulty of Lithuanians to come to terms with the past, and also recognizes
that this is a struggle that is faced throughout Europe and the rest of the world.
In addition to this, the museum only houses one exhibition on Jewish Lithuanians
during the Holocaust. It is one room located in the basement of the museum, and an
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excerpt of the description of the exhibit is as follows: “the exhibition arranged in this
small space tells about the Nazi occupation, Gestapo prisons and prisoners, the history of
the Vilnius ghetto, mass executions as Paneriai, the latest research data collected in the
territory of Paneriai forest by order of the Genocide and Resistance Research Centre of
Lithuania in 2008, and the award of the title of the Righteous among the Nations to nonJewish residents of Lithuania who saved Jews during the Holocaust.”114 This example
shows the attempt at equalizing the history of Lithuanians under the Soviet regime in
comparison to that of Jewish people under Nazi rule. One significant oversight that needs
to be corrected within Lithuanian public memory of the Holocaust is that what
Lithuanians experienced at the hands of the Soviet Union was not a genocide and not
equal in loss or scope to that of the Holocaust. While the name change is a step in the
right direction, the museum still notes itself as the “Genocide and Resistance Research
Centre of Lithuania,” and their contact email and website contain the signifier
“genocid.lt.” These are misnomers that should be changed due to the fact that they
actually focus very little on actual genocide.
This being said, it is important to recognize that this museum shows the pain
within Lithuania that was left over from decades of Soviet oppression and centuries of
difficulty with national identity. While the struggle of non-Jewish Lithuanians under the
Soviet regime was not equal to that faced by Jewish people under the Holocaust, their
pain is still real, and for many more recently felt than the experiences under Nazi rule.
Additionally, for younger Lithuanians, they only knew firsthand the struggle under Soviet
rule, and due to shortcomings in Holocaust education (discussed later in this chapter) and
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other areas of memory within the country they most likely have little knowledge of the
atrocities committed in Lithuania or that their own ancestors may have played a part in
committing them. This is most likely a result of many former perpetrators, or their
countries, distancing themselves from those actions taken during the Holocaust. This is
reflected in the chapter “Killing on the Ground and in the Mind” in Geographies of the
Holocaust in discussing perpetrator guilt: “In the personal narrative of their lives, these
men perhaps sought to position themselves as far away from the killer among them as
they could... the greater the personal commitment or self-involvement implied by the
action and the smaller external justification for that action, the greater the dissonance and,
therefore, the more powerful the need for self-justification.”115 Self-justification was and
is present in Holocaust memory in Lithuania. The example describing the alterations
made to the Paneriai memorial alone show this. Bringing those 14 Lithuanians into that
space and changing the language and inscription of the memorial were examples of selfjustification. There was a need on the part of non-Jewish Lithuanians to show that they
had suffered as a way to wipe away misdeeds and more easily cope with the past.
While these examples show some of the shortcomings of Holocaust memorials
and museums within Lithuania, there are some examples of strong Jewish presence in
other museums and memory sources. One example of this is the Vilna Gaon Museum.
The mission of this museum is as follows: “Together we discover authentic Lithuanian
Jewish world, preserve heritage, learn from history and create a common future.”116 This
idea of togetherness is embedded in the museum’s history. During World War II, there 20
Jewish men were forced to destroy many important Jewish historical documents, but with
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the help of some local Lithuanians, Jews and non-Jews worked together to save portions
of their history that allowed for the reopening of the museum after World War II.117
Additionally, the museum would not exist without the help of the Lithuanian government
after the fall of the Soviet Union. Under Soviet rule, the Jewish museum that served the
Jewish community in multiple ways was reorganized in 1949 to the Vilnius Local History
Museum, which meant the erasure of most references to Jewish history.118 This remained
throughout Soviet occupation, but at the end of Soviet occupation and the beginning of
Lithuania independence, legislation was passed that reestablished the Jewish museum in
Vilnius.119 The museum today has far reaching influence, with multiple exhibitions and
exposition sites under its care.
Additionally, this museum is responsible for the creation of the Holocaust Atlas
of Lithuania, a virtual atlas which details over 100 mass murder sites in Lithuania. Within
the descriptions for some of these sites, it is recognized that local collaboration in mass
murders took place. The focus of the Atlas is to present the traumatic heritage, raise
empathy, and invite discussion around the Holocaust in Lithuania.120 The Atlas is shown
to have been supported by the Office of the Prime Minister of Lithuania as well.121 This
shows that there have been concentrated efforts to support the Jewish community in
Lithuania by non-Jewish Lithuanians. These examples show a duality of non-Jewish
Lithuanians’ approaches to reconciling with the Holocaust. There seems as though there
may be a want to support the Jewish communities of Lithuania without wanting to take
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too much accountability for the actions of local Lithuanians during the Holocaust. This,
wrapped together with the victimization felt by Lithuanians under Soviet rule, has created
a complex misunderstanding of the Holocaust for many non-Jewish Lithuanians. This
duality can again be seen in film representations of the Holocaust in comparison to those
that represent Soviet rule.

Film and Public Memory
Film can be a very powerful force in shaping public memory of the past.
Holocaust cinema is vast and covers a variety of people, places, and experiences with
varying degrees of importance and accuracy.122 Despite this, there are few films focused
solely on the experience of Jewish Lithuanians during the Holocaust that was made in
independent Lithuania. The Lithuanian film that most focuses on the experiences of the
Holocaust is called Ghetto (2005). The creation of this film suggests a duality that is
present in analyzing other sources of memory: that while some support for the Jewish
community is present, it is hindered by a lack of accountability. In addition to this, a short
documentary made and released by the Jewish Community of Lithuania in will be
discussed in order to show how the community itself has found its own methods of
remembrance and survival. There was a more recent film called Gitel (2015) made in
Lithuania that deals with the Holocaust, but it is not included in this study due to the fact
that it focuses more on a single survivor’s grappling with the loss of her family, and less
about actual remembrance of the event. It is important to note that this film exists and
provides some deeper understanding into survivor’s loss and trying to move on from
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devastating loss, but from descriptions and the trailer, it is inconclusive whether or not
the film addresses local accountability.
The film Ghetto represents how public memory shapes film, and how those film
products in turn continue to inform ideas of public memory in the future. As seen through
the examples within the prior sections, there is evidence of the presence of denial of local
collaboration and equalization of Jewish and non-Jewish experience. Holocaust film is a
complicated topic that can very easily spiral into misrepresentation. In Elie Wiesel’s
critique of Holocaust cinema (particularly the Holocaust series that aired in the United
States in 1978), Wiesel criticized the film’s attempt to “show what he argued should not,
indeed cannot be shown... he criticized its misplaced epistemological confidence (‘You
may think you know how the victims lived and died, but you do not’).”123 Hirsch
classifies this argument within his book Afterimage: Film, Trauma, and the Holocaust, as
being representative of the idea of the “moral limits” of film, an argument first created by
Berel Lang.124 Hirsch does not accept that all Holocaust film should be dismissed because
even though Holocaust film may represent the limits of society to comprehend and
memorialize an event like the Holocaust, these films still have value as a historical
representation.
This is true of the film Ghetto, which is not a very accurate representation of the
Holocaust, but it does show these continuing themes of denial that were and still are
present within non-Jewish Lithuanian public memory of the Holocaust. The film follows
life of a theatre company within the Vilnius ghetto. This film was supported by the
President of Lithuania at the time, the Mayor of Vilnius, the Council of Jews in Germany,
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Jewish Community in Lithuania, and a myriad of other government bodies and private
businesses.125 Despite these endorsements, the film largely neglects to address the issue
of local collaboration of Lithuanians. While it is unclear why the Jewish Community
chose to support this film, but it could be because this was the first film made by an
independent Lithuania that dealt with the Holocaust and acknowledged the plight of
Jews.
Non-Jewish Lithuanians are only mentioned twice throughout the entire film,
once to say that a local Lithuanian helped a Jewish person that was wounded, and the
other instance quickly and vaguely referenced Lithuanians helping with a murder action
in another place.126 The film heavily implies that Germans were the sole perpetrators, and
there are multiple examples of violence that show this. For example, the German officer
in charge (Kittel) is the direct perpetrator of multiple acts of violence, both organized and
unorganized. This includes scenes early on in the film in which Kittel shoots a barber
after he finishes giving Kittel a haircut, to ordering the hanging of three men involved in
murdering another Jewish person during a smuggling deal.127 This example of Jewish
people murdering each other shows some of the ways in which history was manipulated
to make it appear as though the murder of Jewish people was justified. In many cases,
Jews were murdered for smuggling food for their starving families, not because they were
murdering each other.128 This manipulation is a short scene during the film, but the
causes for murder were very different than the most likely reality. During the middle to
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the end of the film, depictions of violence and rape escalated, making the film
increasingly difficult to watch and solidifying the assumption that German men were the
sole perpetrators of atrocity within Vilnius. The film is damaging to overall public
memory within Lithuania because it does not force a confrontation and reconciliation
with the history of local collaboration of Lithuanians with Nazi officials.
The general practice of attempting to excuse and erase the role of Lithuanian
perpetrators during the Holocaust minimizes the near destruction of the Jewish
community in Lithuania. It should also be noted that in a similar case to the museums, the
lack of accountability present in the film was born out of pain and loss under Soviet rule,
and an attempt by Lithuanians to distance themselves from past wrongs. These methods
of memory attempt to support the Jewish community in some ways, while in other ways
they are harmful to overall public view of the Holocaust in the country. While these three
films show a rather bleak side of Holocaust history within Lithuania, the documentary put
together by the Jewish Community of Lithuania shows the resilience and survival of the
Jewishness in Lithuania.
One way in which the Jewish Community of Lithuania has been able to
commemorate its history and culture is through the production of a short documentary
called Four Days with the Lithuanian Jewish Community (2017). The chairwoman of the
Lithuanian Jewish Community wrote in a foreword to the film that denotes the need to
concentrate effort on the part of Lithuania to aid in preserving the community. The
foreword also shows the lasting resilience of those left within Lithuania:
We work, we make mistakes, we fall down and we get back up and work harder.
But we’re here. There are not so many of us, of course, and we are all different, and
sometimes we argue, sometimes we embrace, but we are all here together and we
are beautiful, able, talented, loving and dedicated. We’re the Lithuanian Jewish
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Community, the family of Lithuanian Jews, a part of our country. We have been
here for six centuries now. We have experienced the greatest afflictions and
disasters but we never gave up and we have remained.
We have to pass something on to our children and grandchildren. I personally want
to pass on to them our Jewish identity, my story and deeds and those of my
ancestors. I am trying to do this together with the community because I know that
I alone will not succeed. I believe it is better to act and to make mistakes than to do
nothing.129
These sentiments, and the following film, show the tight-knit dependency of members of
the Jewish community. The film itself focuses on programs related to Jewish youth,
Holocaust survivors, and other members of the community. Additionally, there is a
segment that focuses on the restoration of wooden synagogues around Lithuania, which
helps bring back traditional Jewish spaces in Lithuania.
This documentary, released in 2017 and filmed over the span of four days, shows
the high and low points of Jewish reconstruction and resilience of culture within
Lithuania. The film opens with the reopening of a traditional wooden synagogue. Several
shots of the reconstructed synagogue are featured along with the festivities surrounding
the reopening.130 In addition to this finished synagogue, the place is not named, and there
are also shots of a current reconstruction project taking place at the Žiežmariai
synagogue, which just recently received state funding and prior to that the restoration was
funded by the Jewish Community.131 Throughout the description of the synagogue, the
narrator characterizes the synagogue as a witness to the Holocaust, placing an almost
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personified significance on this place.132 This shows the care of the community in
reconciling with the past and honoring places at which mass destruction took place.
The wooden synagogues in Lithuania are also significant because almost all of the
world’s remaining wooden synagogues are contained within the country. The narrator of
this section, Martynas Užpelkis (a Lithuanian Jewish Community heritage expert) notes
that there are 20 wooden synagogues within Lithuania, and that those left in the rest of
the Europe could be counted on one hand.133 This shows that while the Jewish
community remains small within Lithuania, there is potential for rich growth and
preservation of Jewish heritage within the country. That these projects are beginning to
receive state funding is also a step in the right direction on the part of the Lithuanian
government in supporting the growth and restoration of the community. This change
shows the government beginning to take part in helping rebuild the community after
years of neglect. The Jewish Community currently owns five of the wooden synagogues
remaining in Lithuania, all returned in decrepit shape. Užpelkis describes that they were
actually a great burden due to the way in which they had been inappropriately used
during and after the war and let fall into decay.134 This exemplifies push and pull between
some positive forms of support for the Jewish community, but how that is tainted by
wrongful and unreconciled past neglect.
The remainder of the film centers around Jewish culture and support systems in
Vilnius. The film addresses recent renovations of the social center and various services
and events held in the space and the synagogue.135 One of the repeated phrases when

132

Lithuanian Jewish Community, Four Days with Lithuanian Jewish Community, 2:13-3:05.
Ibid, 3:18-3:29.
134
Ibid, 3:42-4:24.
135
Ibid, 10:00-15:15.
133

64

referencing the synagogue and its services is that non-Jews and Jews attend services,
along with various prominent political figures and dignitaries.136 In addition to this, the
film stresses there has been a more recent revival of the Jewish Community, referencing
that in the last four years, the synagogue has transformed from sole use as a place of
prayer to place in which “full Jewish life is happening.”137 Furthermore, the Jewish
Community has been largely self-sufficient in the support of various Jewish facilities.
One of these examples is the 100-year-old Makabi Athletics Club that has received aid
from the Jewish Community and the Good Will Foundation in order to encourage the
sports programs for community members of all ages.138 These few examples from this
documentary show that the remaining Jewish community is tight-knit and conscious of
the ways in which they can offer each other support in order to maintain Jewish culture
within Lithuania. They are a bright spot among otherwise bleak circumstances.

Education and Legislation
This section tackles education and legislation within Lithuania in regard to current
teaching and policies pertaining to Holocaust-related issues. It further solidifies the same
themes of denial and equalization of suffering. Examples of laws passed and education
systems currently in place not only represent these themes, but they also show the danger
of continued obstruction of the truth. Through a comparison to neighboring Poland,
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connections between these two facets of society and public memory reveal a future of
continued ignorance if confrontation and reconciliation with the past is not accomplished.
Educational plans related to Holocaust history have had varying reviews and
mixed results.139 Little has been written on this subject, but through analysis of Christine
Beresniova’s book Holocaust Education in Lithuania: Community, Conflict, and the
Making of Civil Society, and multiple sources from that far-more-researched Polish
education system, these countries show many similarities in their approach to Holocaust
education. Beresniova argues that “conversations about how to teach this past have
become increasing polarized among politicians, civic organizations, and communities. In
fact, teaching and learning about the Holocaust have become so contentious in some
Lithuanian circles that members of the international community step in to ‘guide’ local
programs – usually in ways that polarize things even more.”140 Initial programs for
Holocaust education began soon after independence, due to the requirements set by
western European countries that some kind of reconciliation with the past must take place
in order to join groups like the EU and NATO.141 However, after admitted to these
groups, dedication to Holocaust education dwindled.142 There was a drafting of new laws
in 2003 called the 2003 Holocaust Education Plan. This plan included the adoption of “a
number of commemoration days and historical projects to demonstrate their commitment
to integrating the topic of the Holocaust into Lithuanian society.”143 Beresniova argues
that these seemed to take place more in policy than practice, and that just because a
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policy that preaches inclusivity is passed, this does not necessarily mean it will actually
be implemented.144 This is a theme that has been present throughout all of these analyses;
there seems to be an outward show of support on behalf of the Lithuanian government
toward the Jewish community, but these seem to be mostly empty promises.
One of the most compelling portions of Beresniova’s book is the section that
discusses the equalization of Nazi and Soviet symbology and by extension those regimes
as a whole. The author once met the Minister of Foreign Affairs Vidmantas, from
Lithuania, and they discussed this equalization. He told Beresniova flat out that the Nazi
and Soviet regimes were equal in their terrorization of Lithuania. He explained that (in
reference to a visiting delegation of Jews from Israel: “He said that when they came to
Lithuania, ‘All they wanted was to see where the Jews were murdered... But I didn’t take
them there. I said to them “I will take you to the places where Jews murdered
Lithuanians... So many Jews were communists, you know. So many, most were
communists.’”145 This quote from the Minister of Foreign Affairs and his treatment of
Jewish visitors shows these themes of denial and equalization. It is obvious that these
themes were integrated into culture and education during his upbringing, whether that be
in school or not. These stem back to a lack of dedication to forming and maintaining
strong Holocaust education shortly after independence.
The program requirements for learning about Holocaust material are very limited.
The Lithuanian government requires Holocaust education at three levels (Beresniova
does not say what these levels are), but teacher training in the subject is optional.146 This

144

Christine Beresniova, Holocaust Education in Lithuana, xv.
Vidmantas in Christine Beresniova, Holocaust Education in Lithuana, 2.
146
Christine Beresniova, Holocaust Education in Lithuana, 15.
145

67

leaves a great deal of room for error, and does not actually provide this sense of truth and
reconciliation that was supposed to be fostered in order to enter the EU and NATO. This
again shows the lack of attention to truth in presenting Holocaust education and memory.
With the lack of a comprehensive, truthful training for educators, it is easy for hostility
and denial to be passed down through culture and classrooms. This hostility in turn
creates the various monuments, museums, films, and laws that perpetuate these myths of
innocence and equal suffering rather than encouraging confrontation with the past.
Another part of Beresniova’s book that addresses this gap in Holocaust education
is represented in the chapter “‘It’s Just Holocaust, Holocaust, Holocaust’: The Missing
Jews in Lithuanian Discourses.” This chapter represents how a weak Holocaust education
program can lead to a lack of understanding of the importance and gravity of the
Holocaust. A presenter on Jewish life gave a presentation at a school known for diversity,
and at the end of her presentation about treating Jewish people as citizens and the
importance of supporting the Jewish community, a student genuinely asked “‘This was a
nice presentation, but I have a question. Why are we learning about this?’”147 This
question, Beresniova argues, shows that even if students learn about Jewish culture in
school, the connections to Lithuanian culture and history are not always made.148 This
continues a theme that most Lithuanian ignorance about reconciliation with the Holocaust
seems to stem from a mass misunderstanding of this event. While this has led to harmful
public memory in many cases, it is clear that the framing of the educational system has
had a hand in this process.
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It is equally difficult to find information about policies related to the Holocaust
due to the language barrier that this research presents. Lithuania’s government website is
partially in English, but all of the actual legislative acts are recorded in Lithuanian. For
this reason, information surrounding this section comes mainly from various news
outlets. The most reported example of problematic Holocaust legislation was the passage
of laws that outlawed the use of Nazi and Soviet symbols. This did not take place until
2008, and these symbols were banned at the same time.149 An article from the BBC at the
time stated that this seemed to be done in order to infuriate Russian officials and equate
the symbols of these regimes.150 Implementation of this law has had varying effects, and
the use and defense of the swastika in recent Lithuanian history can be found both within
the court systems and the general public. The use of a “Lithuanian swastika” has been
reported to have been used publicly multiple times and has also received support from
Lithuanian court systems. The European Foundation of Human Rights wrote an article in
2012 on the use of the swastika. They report that the Court of Klaipėda ruled in January
of 2012 that the promotion of the swastika was neither prohibited nor punishable.151 The
court referenced a prior ruling from 2010 in the use of the swastika “during the
Lithuanian Independence Day parade, ‘cannot be considered as the Nazi Germany’s
symbol, even though it resembles it visually.’”152 There is disagreement as to whether or
not this symbol can actually be separated from Nazism.153 There is no way to separate the
swastika from Nazism, as it is such a globally well-known association. The swastika was
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also not a unique symbol to Lithuania, as it was used in many places prior to its
association with Nazism. While more recent uses have not been shown to be documented,
the attempt at repurposing the swastika shows that there is inadequate education of the
impacts of that symbol.
Additionally, Lithuania’s government has named 2021 as the year of Juozas
Lukša, which means that the year celebrates this figure from Lithuanian history. While
this is not a law, it is adjacent to actions made by governing bodies. The chairpersons of
the Good Will Foundation, which supports various Jewish cultural organizations, released
a statement condemning the LAF and Juozas Lukša as a member of that organization.
They maintain that “The Lithuanian Activist Front was founded in Berlin and was an
early ally of the Nazis in the occupation of Lithuania. It was proudly anti-Semitic, and
many of its members were directly involved in the persecution and murder of Lithuanian
Jews.”154 They go on to say that as western countries begin to reevaluate their own
historical heroes, Lithuania should do the same.155 This shows the continued relevance of
Holocaust memory, and the attempted erasure of past wrongs in order to avoid
accountability. Despite the minor strides that the Lithuanian government and the country
as a whole have made, the celebration of antisemitic heroes still looms as a potential
threat to the Jewish community in Lithuania.
Part of the reason why research into these subjects is important is due to possible
repetition of laws and education systems within Poland. In 2018, Poland passed a law that
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made it a criminal (later lowered to civil) offense to implicate Polish locals as
collaborators during the Holocaust.156 Poland, similarly to Lithuania, lacked a strong
sense of reconciliation with its past. This caused this law to be passed, which causes the
country to live in ignorance rather than truth. This lack of reconciliation could prove to
become more dangerous if it continues to exist and spread. Roots for this law are partially
to do with Polish education about the Holocaust. Similar education themes are seen
throughout Poland in relation to teaching the Holocaust. Holocaust education, and some
aspects of general memory, within Poland are similar to those in Lithuania. “Education
usually reflects an official institutional collective memory, in Poland.... The shameful
behavior of some ethnic Poles during the Holocaust, for various reasons, was hidden in
Communist Poland during and after the war right up until the mid-1980s. Since 2015, in
particular, there has been an attempt to hide it again.”157 Since 2015, “education is
designed to reinterpret the past, in particular, the history of the Holocaust, by
emphasizing the Polish Righteous and denying the role of Polish citizens who were
complicit with German occupiers.”158 These same ideas that are present in Poland are
already well-established within Lithuania. The memory of victimization in both Poland
and Lithuania that is more easily digestible than one in which local collaboration is
confronted and reconciled.

156

“Poland Holocaust law: Government U-turn on jail threat” BBC June 27, 2018,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-44627129
157
Jolanta Ambrosewicz-Jacobs, “The uses and abuses of education about the Holocaust in Poland after
1989,” Holocaust Studies 25 no. 3, (2019): 330.
158
Ibid, 330.

71

CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSION

Preconditions to Present
Throughout the preconditions for, involvement in, and memory of the Holocaust
in Lithuania, a struggle for control over national identity can be traced. This centuries old
struggle has contributed to the formation of Lithuania’s complex relationship with the
Holocaust and the memory of that event today. Collaboration of non-Jewish Lithuanians
was present across the country, with few exceptions. The visualizations show the
difference that the immense local collaboration, fueled by members and sympathizers of
the LAF, made in the persecution of Jewish communities around Lithuania. Due to the
preconditions of continued occupation, with the final straw of Soviet occupation between
1939 and 1941, and the fostering of antisemitic and anticommunist nationalism, many
non-Jewish Lithuanians were active or complicit in the destruction of Lithuania’s Jewish
community. This collaboration took many forms and sometimes overlapped with
providing assistance to Jewish victims and survivors, complicating what it means to be a
perpetrator or a hero. This complexity is further represented in the various forms of
public memory within Lithuania. Timid support for the current Jewish community is
often overshadowed by victimization and denial left over from Soviet rule. The
unwillingness to reconcile with the past stems from a wish to hold on to problematic
heroes who fought against Soviet oppression but were members of antisemitic groups that
collaborated with Nazi officials, unsatisfactory education systems that do not allow for
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confrontation with the past, and problematic representations of the past within memorials,
museums, and legislation. All of these factors combine to make truth and reconciliation
more difficult within the country.
As for the Jewish community that exists within Lithuania, there is evidence of
some activity, most prominently in Vilnius. Most recent Jewish population numbers
within Lithuania show a decline in Jewish citizenship within the country.159 In 1990, the
core Jewish population was determined to be 9,000 Jewish people, but in 2016 that
number decreased to a core of about 2,700 people, or .9% of the larger population.160 It is
also estimated that about 8,000 Jewish people migrated out of Lithuania between 1990
and 2015.161 The term core is used by the Institute of Jewish Policy Research to describe
self-identifying Jewish people, their children (if they have not converted), and converts of
Judaism.162 While population density numbers for where communities are focused in
Lithuania were not available, there seems to be a large cluster within Vilnius, with
smaller populations in Klaipėda and Kaunas.163 These small population numbers help
explain why this group has been continually marginalized. Without outside support for
the Jewish community caring about the fate of Jewish heritage and existence in Lithuania,
it is an uphill battle for this small community. Even though the Jewish population is very
small in Lithuania, they still have a strong sense of community and a desire to rebuild. In
order for this to happen, non-Jewish Lithuanians need to reevaluate their various memory
systems in order to form a more welcoming country in which rebuilding may be possible.
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APPENDIX

Hailey Cedor

Last Updated: March 2021
Local Involvement Spreadsheet Guide

All data collected is based solely upon the entries within the USHMM Ghettos
Encyclopedia.
Key:
LColl: Local Collaboration - Y = yes; N = no; nm = no mention
•

This category records evidence of local collaboration of Lithuanians with German
perpetrators. This is a negative relationship.

LHelp: Local Help - Y = yes; N = no; nm = no mention
•

This category records evidence of local non-Jewish Lithuanians helping Jewish
victims. This is a positive relationship. Do not record help that is selfishly
motivated. Ex: Butrimonys: “Local Polish and Lithuanian neighbors offered to
take their possessions into safekeeping, expecting that few, if any, would
survive… Over the next few days, as many as 80 Jews managed to leave the
ghetto as some Lithuanian police turned a blind eye, being more intent on
securing Jewish property.” This is an example of “help” for selfish reasons rather
than for the sake of doing what is right.

Alco: Use of Alcohol - 1 = before, 2 = during action, 3 = after action
cel = celebratory, co = coping, celco = celebratory and coping, nm= no mention
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•

This category records when, and why, alcohol was used by Lithuanian
perpetrators involved in killing aktions or other incidents that caused bodily harm.
Entries could be 1, 2, 3, 1cel, 1co, 1celco, 2cel, 2co, 2celco, 3cel, 3co, 3celco.

Pay: Payment/Reward/Possessions - Y = yes; N = no; U = unclear (possessions taken but
not sure by whom/where they went); nm = no mention
•

This category records “perks” involved in taking action against Jewish
Lithuanians by non-Jewish Lithuanians. Did non-Jews expropriate money or
property during restrictions, ghettoization, or killing actions? Include instances in
which local Lithuanians gained Jewish property through auction, because this
shows compliance with antisemitic policies and actions, and because the property
probably became available because families were killed or deported.

Force: Forced Involvement - Y = yes; N = no; nm = no mention
•

This category records whether local non-Jewish Lithuanians were forced by
Germans to harm Jews. Include instances in which helpers were threatened if they
did not turn in Jews they were harboring.

GerP: Germans Present - Y = yes; N = no; B = both; nm = no mention
•

This category records the presence of Germans during enforcement of restrictions,
ghettoization, and killing aktions. “Both” notes when there were instances of
when Germans were and were not present.

DomP: Dominant Presence - L = Lithuanian; G = German; U = unclear; nm = no mention
•

This category records which group was more involved in actions taken against the
Jewish population. Many entries distinctly identify who was more involved, and
this category captures those instances.
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